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This book is an experiment, as its editor Ivor Grattan-Guinness describes it aptly on page xvi of his Introduction.
It is a collection of 77 historical reviews of 89 mathematical writings (mostly books) that appeared between 1640
and 1940 within the “Western” mathematical culture. The decision to “exclude short extracts or parts of a writing as
reproduced in general anthologies” (p. x) sets the book apart from other source books on the history of mathematics.
Because only 22 of the 89 writings have yet to receive a full English translation, while 15 were only fully translated
into English after 1960, both the unabated importance of the writings and the basis for this next and present step of
historical analysis seem established.
In recent years a new culture of different kinds of encyclopedias in the history of mathematics has evolved, which
enabled the publisher, Elsevier, to suggest that “the time was ripe for a try” (p. xvi) for this rather unusual book.
No more competent editor can be imagined for such an enterprise than Grattan-Guinness, who has recently initiated
and edited various encyclopedic volumes on the history of mathematics which have proved particularly invaluable
for the working historian of mathematics. The staff of collaborators in those previous publications has been partly
mustered again. It is also notable that the editor and his editorial board of four historians from four different countries
(R. Cooke, L. Corry, P. Crépel, and N. Guicciardini) deliberately returned to “Western” mathematics as a focus. They
apparently take it for granted that a certain balance has been reached in recent research in the consideration of non-
Western sources that justifies a specialized encyclopedia of this kind without running the risk of facing the immediate
accusation of “Eurocentrism.”
But even this focus requires further specialization and choice, as the editor is all too aware, having cut down
the original list of writings to be reviewed to less than half its original length (p. xii). One does not find, for
example, works by Chebyshev, Weierstrass (clearly due to the fact that his lectures remained unpublished), Kro-
necker, Kummer, Lie, Markov, Brouwer, Hausdorff, Morse, and Weyl, which were certainly no less influential than
the ones included. Also unrepresented are works on applied mathematics in a more particular, inner-mathematical
sense with respect to instruments and geometrical and numerical methods, although there is some case-related dis-
cussion, for instance, in Chapter 45 on Rayleigh’s Theory of Sound of 1877–1878. Moreover, given the books by
Runge (1912), Whittaker/Robinson (1924), Runge/König (1924), and others, one may take issue with the editor over
whether numerical methods really “have not generated major writings” (p. xii). Nevertheless, as one would expect
from Grattan-Guinness’s own research treatises on mathematical physics, works by D. Bernoulli, Fourier, Green,
Thomson/Tait, Maxwell, Rayleigh, Heaviside, Hertz, Kelvin, Lorentz, Einstein, Dirac, and von Neumann are more
strongly represented than in traditional anthologies on the history of mathematics. The spectrum of “mathematics”
as defined in the book also comprises works on statistics (Pearson, Fisher, Shewhart), mathematical biology (D.W.
Thompson, Volterra), economics (Jevons), the history of mathematics (Montucla), and even recreational mathematics
(Ball).
The order of the reviews is chronological by year of appearance of the respective writings. This has obvious advan-
tages in a collection such as this because any work described can be assumed to reflect or presuppose the knowledge
contained in any previous writing reviewed in the book. The individual contributions vary considerably as to length
and style, but the same general pattern has been followed throughout. Each entry begins with a listing of all existing
editions of the work reviewed, including translations into different languages. There usually follows a biographical
section on the author of the writing under review. (In fact, the book can also be read as an extended biographical
dictionary, giving much-needed mathematical depth that is often missing in general biographies.) The major part is
a description of the work, generally including a table of contents, in which the main discussion is embedded in the
context of previous and later writings on the topic in question. Each review concludes with a bibliography, the length
of which varies from contribution to contribution. Reviews such as Chapter 29 on Abel’s 1826 paper on the quintic
(which is otherwise very illuminating), in which the description of the context dominates and the analysis of the work
itself is confined to only one page or so, are the exception.
The contributors are for the most part historians of mathematics who in many cases have published full-scale
biographies or major treatises on the authors or on their writings. In cases where the contributor is a mathematician
rather than a historian (as in Chapter 51 on Lyapunov and the stability of motion), one finds the occasional neglect of
historical work combined with the somewhat deeper insight of the working mathematician.
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to the very decision to include the respective work under review. To take just three of several examples: Chapter
27 on Poncelet’s book on projective geometry (1822) aims at closing a considerable gap in the historiography of
mathematics, although there is no doubt about the historical influence of the work itself (p. 376). Chapter 54 on
Hilbert’s Zahlbericht (1897) dispels the myth that work already contained the modern algebraic terminology in full
and thus gives attention to the parallel influence of Dedekind as a missing link to modern algebra and number theory.
The review (Chapter 52) of Heinrich Hertz’s posthumous book on mechanics (1894) is revealing for an understanding
of the state of mathematical physics shortly before the revolution of 1900–1905, in particular with respect to the
inclusion of “unobservables,” the discussion of the notion of the “ether,” and the influence of Ernst Mach’s mechanics.
The chapter on Hertz’s book is also one of several reviews of writings that were not very influential historically;
another example is Kelvin’s Baltimore lectures on mathematical physics of 1904 (Chapter 58). Other books under
review in the volume, such as Grassmann’s Ausdehnungslehre (1844) and Boole’s Laws of Thought (1854), have
traditionally been regarded as only exerting influence long after their appearance. In the historical discussion, scholars
such as the mathematical physicist Max Abraham, who offered alternative theories (of the electron and relativity) that
were later discarded, surface in several contexts (pp. 782, 805).
Some minor mistakes can, of course, be found. The 1932 German translation of Laplace’s Théorie analytique
des probabilités was edited by Richard von Mises, but the notes were written by his assistant and later wife, Hilda
Geiringer (p. 330). Friedrich Althoff was not “Minister of Education for Prussia” but a high official in the ministry
(p. 546). Also, in some cases, this reviewer would have liked to have more documentation of sweeping judgments
(such as in Chapter 68 on the connection between the style of Birkhoff’s Dynamical Systems (1927) and the intellectual
context of American mathematics) or of important statements such as the self-deprecating comment ascribed to van
der Waerden with respect to his Moderne Algebra in Chapter 70.
This beautifully produced book comes with several very fine pictures (such as title pages and very occasionally
portraits of mathematicians) and figures, as well as useful indices. The anthology presents the full nuances of the
historical process, chances (theories) both realized and acknowledged or rejected, which results in a level of discus-
sion to which all scholarly work on the history of mathematics should aspire. It will therefore serve primarily as an
invaluable tool for the historian of mathematics. In particular, this reviewer will probably obtain much from it for his
lectures. But it is also to be hoped that working mathematicians, who often prefer to rush to original texts if they are
at all historically minded, will appreciate the efforts toward a nuanced historical evaluation collected in this book. The
reviewer wishes the experiment every success.
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